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Project THRIVE Short Takes highlight 
topics of interest and importance to state 
maternal and child health leaders and 
their partners building State Early Child-
hood Comprehensive Systems (ECCS). 
Each Short Take summarizes the issue, 
relevant research, and related resources. 
Project THRIVE is a public policy anal-
ysis and education initiative for infants 
and young children at the National Cen-
ter for Children in Poverty (NCCP) fund-
ed through a cooperative agreement with 
the Maternal and Child Health Bureau, 
Health Resources and Services Adminis-
tration, of the U.S. Department of Health 
and Human Services.
The National Center for Children in Poverty 
(NCCP) uses research to inform policy and 
practice that promote the economic secu-
rity, health, and well-being of America’s 
low-income families and children.
SHORT TAKE No. 5
State of the States’ ECCS Initiatives
The Issue
The primary purpose of the federal Maternal and Child Health Bureau, 
Health Resources and Services Administration’s (MCHB-HRSA) State  
Maternal and Child Health Early Childhood Comprehensive Systems 
(ECCS) grants is to assist states and territories in their efforts to build and 
implement comprehensive statewide systems of care that support family  
and community approaches to promote positive early development and early 
school success for young children. These grants originated with a MCHB-
HRSA Strategic Plan for Early Childhood that called on State Title V MCH 
programs to use their leadership and convening powers to foster the develop-
ment of cross-agency early childhood systems development planning.1 
Building a more comprehensive early childhood system requires intention-
al efforts to bridge the gaps created by multiple, discrete funding streams 
for early childhood services to create a deliberate framework to foster inte-
grated early childhood service systems at the federal, state, and community 
levels.2 This Project THRIVE Short Take summarizes the results of Project 
THRIVE’s review and analysis of state ECCS plans, reports, and other  
related documents related to early childhood systems.
Analysis of State ECCS Initiative Efforts
Analytic Framework and Methods
To study the status of state ECCS initiatives, Project THRIVE developed 
an analytic framework based on systems development theory and experi-
ence. We concluded that building a system of systems to promote early 
childhood health, growth, and development requires: (1) strategies to pro-
mote systems integration and (2) governance and structural mechanisms to 
support and sustain systems integration.
We identiﬁed a set of criteria related to each of these factors and, for each 
state ECCS initiative, used the criteria to systematically review key docu-
ments, including: Fiscal Year (FY) 2006 and 2007 progress reports, FY 
2007 continuation proposals (as sent to MCHB-HRSA), and ECCS plans 
as they were made available.3 Many states shared additional documents and 
publications that were also analyzed. Two individuals conducted the review 
using qualitative research methods with both machine and hand notation.
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The resulting data were sent to states (in table format) for 
vetting and conﬁrmation. Between December 2006 and 
October 2007, more than two-thirds of states shared up-
dates and edits, with relevant documentation. The data-
base was updated to reﬂect these changes, as appropriate. 
The complete state-by-state results and variable deﬁnitions 
can be found on our web site: <www.nccp.org/thrive>.
Results
Overall Status of ECCS Initiatives
• For FY 2007, 47 states and the District of Columbia 
received ECCS grants. Mississippi, Pennsylvania, and 
South Dakota do not have current year grants.
• By January 2007, 42 of 48 grantees had moved from 
the planning phase of the state ECCS program to the 
implementation phase.
Systems Integration
The work of ECCS requires efforts to bring together 
many existing separate programs, systems, and funding 
streams and create structures that meld them into inte-
grated early childhood service systems.4 Thus, a “system-
of-systems” approach is essential to creating a compre-
hensive and well-integrated early childhood system. This 
analysis reveals that while 41 states report using a sys-
tem-of-systems approach, less than half of all states (22) 
have evidence of such an approach in their ECCS pro-
posals, reports, and plans. Moreover, only 30 states have 
developed memoranda of understanding (MOU) or sim-
ilar administrative mechanisms to formalize interagency 
and cross-system plans. (See Table 1.)
The charge to state ECCS initiatives was to address ﬁve 
core early childhood service components in their plans, 
and in 44 states, ECCS documents indicate parallel em-
phasis across sectors (health, mental health, early care 
and education, parent education, and family support). 
This tally includes states where ECCS efforts focus 
Figure 1. States with completed ECCS plans and in implementation phase in FY07
DC
States in planning phase
States in implementation phase
States with no ECCS initiative
Source: Data is from Project THRIVE’s review and analysis of state ECCS plans, reports, and other related documents.
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more on one component but the overall plan indicates 
how other core components would be addressed. For ex-
ample, a state ECCS initiative may be focused on link-
ing child care and health professionals, while other state 
projects are working on child care quality rating systems, 
early childhood mental health, and so forth.
All of the 48 state ECCS initiatives analyzed have at 
least a birth to age 5 focus, and all have conducted cross-
sector program planning as required by their grant from 
MCHB-HRSA. Fewer (16) states had undertaken cross-
sector ﬁscal planning or children’s budget analyses by 
January 2007. (See Project THRIVE Short Take No. 3.) 
Governance and Structural Mechanisms
Each stage of systems building (planning, implemen-
tation, and management) requires somewhat different 
skills, talents, and individuals but also may require differ-
ent governance or structural mechanisms.5 (See Table 2.) 
As would be expected, state ECCS governance approach-
es are varied and have evolved from their early plan-
ning stages to their current implementation. Generally, 
grantees have developed or built on existing collaborative 
structures, including stakeholder agencies across a broad 
array of services, with governing structures and formal 
work groups to guide and carry out their activities. 
In 36 states, governors or cabinet-level ofﬁcials are in-
volved in early childhood systems development. While 
in some cases, such senior state leaders may be focused 
primarily on one area (such as early care and education), 
having the early childhood systems discussion at the 
highest levels of state government increases the potential 
for improvement across all core components. With early 
childhood and school readiness issues in the limelight, 
state staff and family advocates can emphasize the im-
portance of health, mental health, family support, and 
cross-system concerns.
One of the stated purposes of the MCHB-HRSA in 
offering state ECCS grants was to support state MCH 
  High performance  Low performance
 
Table 1. Characteristics of high performing early childhood systems
• Birth-to-ﬁve focus (all ECCS projects)
• Cross-sector program planning (46)
• Cross-sector ﬁscal analysis and planning (16)
• System-of-systems approach (22 strong,  
41 total)
• Parallel emphasis across sectors (health, 
mental health, early care and education, 
parenting education, family support) (44)
• Mechanisms for systems integration  
(e.g. MOU) (30)
Systems integration • Cross-systems communication not routine
•  Cataloging, rather than integrating program 
efforts
•  ECCS plan primarily focused on health 
programs
•  State leadership primarily focused on improving 
Pre-K or early care and education
•  Working in various “silos”
Governance and 
structures
• Formally established, cross-sector 
stakeholder group (46)
• Structures to support local systems 
integration (38)
• Governor and/or Cabinet-level leadership 
involved (36)
• Public-private entity (funded) (24) 
• Parent leaders engaged (33)
• Common, cross-system outcomes or 
indicators (39)
• Informally convened planning or implementation 
group
•  Health-centric group, with only nominal 
engagement of mental health, early care and 
education, parent education, and family support
• Health not at the early childhood education 
table 
• No structures to support local systems work
• No senior ofﬁcial buy-in
• No data and accountability activities
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programs in the “use of leadership and convening powers 
to foster the development of early childhood systems.” 
State documents reveal progress in developing leadership 
and convening a broad array of partnerships. Virtually 
all (46) states report having a formally established, cross-
sector stakeholder group involved in early childhood 
systems development.
Engaging private sector and civic leaders is equally im-
portant.6 Figure 2 illustrates the array of private sector 
partners involved in state ECCS Initiatives. Overall, 
nearly half of the states (24) report having a formally es-
tablished public-private entity that has responsibility for 
improving early childhood systems. Some of these are 
incorporated and have substantial funding (for example, 
Washington State Early Learning Foundation, Michigan 
Great Beginnings), and others are quasi-public entities 
created by a governor (for example, Vermont Building 
Bright Futures). Engaging families in the leadership of 
early childhood system efforts is particularly important. 
While many states conduct focus groups with families, 
and most have designed family support activities, only 
33 states report involving parents in leadership roles for 
ECCS.
Notably, not all ECCS projects operate as autonomous 
entities. Some have been absorbed into larger national 
initiatives.7 For example, in Illinois, Minnesota, Michi-
gan, and Washington State, the ECCS grantee is inte-
grated into the work of the Build Initiative—a multi-
state, multiyear initiative, supported by a number of 
foundations through the Early Childhood Funders’ Col-
laborative. In Colorado and Oklahoma, ECCS has be-
come inextricably linked with Smart Start projects. For 
other states, ECCS is a source of funding and planning 
support for a larger, umbrella effort guided at the cabinet 
level (for example, Kentucky, Ohio, and Vermont).
 
Stage  Structure  Goals/functions
 
Table 2. Stages for building early childhood systems
Jointly envision, plan, and design a comprehensive (and less 
fragmented) system 
Make recommendations for changes in current programs and 
services to move toward a more comprehensive system 
Generate public (and policymaker) support to secure resources to 
build the system
Source: Adapted from Bruner, C.; Wright, , M. S.; Gebhard, B.; & Hibbard, S. (2004). Building an early learning system: The ABCs of planning and governance structures  
(State Early Childhood Technical Assistance Network Resource Brief). Des Moines, IA: State Early Childhood Policy Technical Assistance Network (SECPTAN) and  
Build Initiative, c/o Child and Family Policy Center <www.ﬁnebynine.org/pdf/SECPTAN_Build_PROOF.pdf>.
Task force, interagency work-
group, commission, public-
private partnership, private-
sector advocacy coalition  
 
Planning   
Initiative governing board, 
new or newly authorized 
agency, or interagency entity 
Implementation Oversee new or redeployed resources to develop a comprehensive 
system, generally with funding earmarked for this purpose and under 
the board’s control, but without board control over all programs 
serving young children and their families 
Set policies on interagency collaboration
Redirect resources when necessary
Ensure coordination, integration, and accountability  
Align speciﬁc programs and services to coordinate with one another
Provide seamless services
Streamline rules and procedures across programs and services 
Consolidate decision making through a single entity with authority to 
make decisions across all (or most) early learning–related programs
Governor’s subcabinet or 





New overarching agency   
 
Management
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A smaller number of states have created a new unit of gov-
ernment to focus on early childhood systems. A few ex-
amples illustrate the range and variation of these efforts 
to consolidate governmental responsibility for early child-
hood systems. In Washington State, Governor Gregoire 
has made early learning and education one of her top pri-
orities, and, as a result, she created a new Department of 
Early Care and Learning in 2006. In 2007, Maine cre-
ated a Division of Early Childhood in the reorganization 
of its Department of Health and Human Services, based 
in part on recommendations from a Children’s Services 
Reform workgroup. In Vermont, the Child Development 
Division was formed ﬁve years ago as part of a reorganiza-
tion of the Agency of Human Services. Vermont’s Child 
Development Division brings together programs and 
projects related to child care, Head Start, home visiting, 
early childhood mental health, and early intervention, 
as well as the Building Bright Futures and ECCS func-
tions, to improve overall integration and coordination.
To change the way that early childhood systems operate 
requires action at the state level; however, early childhood 
systems integration also requires ownership and leader-
ship at the local or community level where direct services 
are delivered to families. A majority of states (37) have 
or are developing structures to support local systems in-
tegration. Some states are providing technical assistance 
to local communities, while others have established ef-
forts with formal structures for planning, building, and 
reporting on local systems development. A few states 
provide funding for local community systems develop-
ment. Major efforts include: Arizona’s First Things First 
Initiative; Iowa’s Community Empowerment county pro-
grams; Illinois’ All Our Kids (AOK) Early Childhood 
Networks; Michigan’s local Great Start Collaboratives; 
Smart Start in Colorado, North Carolina, and Okla-
homa; Vermont’s Building Bright Futures regional afﬁli-
ates; and Washington State’s Making Connections proj-
ect. (The next Project THRIVE Short Take will focus on 
how states are supporting local system development.)
Drawing Conclusions
Much progress has been made toward creating compre-
hensive systems of early childhood services. For the fu-
ture, state ECCS leaders face several challenges. 
First, states need to give more equal emphasis to all of 
the components of the system. State Early Childhood 
Comprehensive System grants support state MCH pro-
grams and their partner organizations in their efforts to 
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build early childhood service systems that address the 
ﬁve core components: (1) access to health care and medi-
cal homes; (2) social-emotional development and mental 
health; (3) early care and education; (4) parenting edu-
cation; and (5) family support. Today, the focus tends 
to be more on state early care and learning policies and 
programs. Most states need to give more importance to 
strategies that promote health, mental health, and family 
support. Best practices exist in each area that could be 
advanced by state ECCS leaders.
Second, while a majority of states have or are planning 
for support to local systems, most of these are ﬂedgling 
efforts that will require ongoing guidance, technical 
assistance, and ﬁnancing. In some cases, this will take 
the form of grants to local entities, and in other states the 
work will be through requirements for common plan-
ning and performance monitoring. What we know is that 
states play a critical role in providing ﬂexibility and tech-
nical assistance for local programs and providers. 
Finally, as states move beyond planning into the im-
plementation and management stages of their systems 
development work, new governance and structural 
mechanisms will be required. New interagency agree-
ments, staff conﬁgurations, and ﬁscal arrangements will 
be essential for supporting more integrated systems. This 
will require leadership at all levels of government and 
partnerships with a variety of private stakeholders. This 
is the critical work of the next stage of ECCS initiatives.
Figure 3. States with children's budgets or cross-system fiscal analysis planned or underway in FY07
DC
Fiscal analysis and/or children’s 
budget in progress
Fiscal analysis and/or children’s 
budget completed
States with no ECCS initiative
No fiscal analysis and/or children’s 
budget planned or in progress 
Source: Data is from Project THRIVE’s review and analysis of state ECCS plans, reports, and other related documents.
New interagency agreements, staff conﬁgurations, and ﬁscal arrangements  
will be essential for supporting more integrated systems. 
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